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1．Introduction
As globalization progresses, the Japanese government sees English as a very 
important language for the Japanese. For example, the Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology of Japan （MEXT） states that English has become a 
common international language, helping people from different linguistic backgrounds 
to communicate with each other and connecting Japan with the rest of the world 
（MEXT, 2011a）. However, the government believes that many Japanese have an 
insufficient English ability, and that the Japanese are restricted in exchanging their 
ideas with foreigners, so that their ideas may not be evaluated appropriately （MEXT, 
2011a）. Due to the government’s perception towards English ability possessed by the 
Japanese, the Prime Minister’s Office announced a recommendation in 2000 that all 
Japanese citizens should be equipped with a working knowledge of English by the time 
they left high school （MEXT, 2002b）. For the preceding reasons, we can assume that 
the Japanese government has placed a lot of emphasis on English language education, 
and in fact, it has implemented a new English education strategy in 2002.
Since the implementation of the 2002 strategy, however, little has changed in terms 
of the English proficiency of overall Japanese students, which will be described later in 
this paper. Consequently, the 2008 Revised Course of Study was introduced, with the 
aims of developing pupils’ English conversation skills and improving students’ four 
basic English skills. In order to accomplish these goals, elementary schools began to 
teach English as a required subject in 2011 and the amount of time to study English in 
middle schools has increased since 2012. 
In this paper I am going to illustrate the details of the new English language 
education strategy implemented in 2011 and point out some of the problems of Japan’s 
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current English education. The government needs to recognize these problems if they 
wish to improve Japan’s English language education and to achieve the goal of making 
Japanese proficient in English. Then, I will make a few proposals which can help to 
improve the current English language education.
2．English Education in Japan before 2011
Before examining a new English education strategy of 2011, the contents of English 
education before 2011 are briefly introduced in this section. In particular, the big shift 
of English language education focus will be described with some relevant details. 
It is in 1947 that English was brought into middle and high schools as an elective 
subject （Silver, Hu, & Iino, 2002）. Although it was an elective subject, most students 
took English because of the foreign language requirement for many university degrees 
and university entrance exams on English （Silver, Hu, & Iino, 2002）. Typically, 
English classes had been conducted by a continual process of memorization, repetition, 
drill and testing, and the focus of English education had been placed on writing and 
reading. Because of this education style, the Japanese government thought that many 
Japanese could not develop their speaking ability. As a result, the government decided 
to change the focus of English education to the one aiming at developing Japanese 
people’s communication skills in English, and implemented the following strategy: （1） 
the establishment of the Japan Exchange and Teaching （JET） program in 1987 with 
the aim of developing Japanese people’s communicative language skills in English, and 
（2） the enhancement of intercultural exchange at a grass root level （Onuki & Carlet, 
2011）. 
The majority of JET participants are Assistant Language Teachers （ALTs） who are 
from English speaking countries although some participants serve as Coordinators for 
International Relations and Sports Exchange Advisors. The ALTs are those who work 
in schools to assist Japanese teachers in English classes and to provide students with 
native-speaker contact there. Figure 1 shows the number of JET participants from 1987 
to 2014. 
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As illustrated in the figure above, the number of JET participants had increased until 
2002. However, in 2003 due to its financial difficulty, the Japanese government 
allowed private companies and local governments to hire ALTs and send them to 
schools （Onuki & Carlet, 2011; Yomiuri Newspaper, 2014）. Because of this change, 
the number of the JET participants dropped, and from 2008 it stays at the same level: 
about 4,500 people joined the JET program each year from 2008. 
Since the Japanese government considers that ALTs are important to give students 
opportunities of native-speaker contact, it announced in 2014 that the number of ALTs 
will be increased to 20,000 by 2019 from about 8,000 as of 2014 （Yomiuri Newspaper, 
2014）. This increase makes it possible to place the ALTs in all elementary schools 
(Yomiuri Newspaper, 2014), and today there are some schools where they do not have 
any ALTs. The increase in the number of ALTs would solve the problem of schools 
with no ALTs.
In addition to the placement of ALTs from 1987, the MEXT announced the Course 
of Study in 2002, the standard for the school curriculum （MEXT, 2002a）. Under this 
1All of the data are taken from the Council of Local Authorities for International Relations （CLAIR） （2014b）.
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course of study, elementary schools were encouraged to have classes for international 
understanding and ALTs were integrated in language teaching at school. In 2002, 50% 
of elementary schools had English conversation classes during the period of Integrated 
Study, but English was not a required subject and not taught every week there （MEXT 
2002a）.
Along with the 2002 Course of Study, the MEXT announced “the Action Plan to 
Cultivate the Japanese with English Ability” （MEXT, 2002a）. This aims at improving 
the level of English language education in the next five years, stating three necessary 
items to achieve this goal （MEXT, 2002c）. 
The first item is a level of English ability that Japanese students should reach, and 
their levels are as follows:
・ Middle school graduates should acquire the simple conversation ability as well as 
reading, writing and listening abilities, which will be an equivalent level to the 
third grade of the STEP Test （Eiken）. 
・ High school graduates should acquire the ability to hold conversations on daily 
topics as well as reading, writing and listening abilities, which will be an 
equivalent level to the second grade or higher of the STEP Test, or TOEFL 400 
（32 iBT） or higher （MEXT, 2002a）. 
The second item to achieve the goal is that the motivation of learners needs to be 
boosted. In order to do so, local communities are encouraged to develop speech 
contests, study abroad programs, and cultural exchange programs where learners of 
English can join. As a result, the learners have more opportunities to use English 
(MEXT, 2002b).  
The third item is that English teachers in middle and high schools should possess the 
following level of English ability: either STEP pre-1 level, TOEFL 550 （80 iBT）, or 
TOEIC 730 （MEXT, 2002b）. To help them acquire this level of English, the MEXT 
provides them with opportunities of both domestic and overseas training programs 
where they can improve their English ability as well as teaching skills. 
The new plan, “the Action Plan to Cultivate the Japanese with English Ability,” also 
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encourages the effective use of ALTs who are supposed to be placed in schools where 
they teach English at least once a week. Furthermore, it refers to the necessity of 
considering the employment of native English speakers as not ALTs but full-time 
teachers. This plan also states that elementary schools should allocate one third of the 
English teaching time to ALTs, teachers of native English speakers or Japanese 
teachers who are good at teaching English.
3．English Ability after Implementing “the Action Plan to Cultivate  
the Japanese with English Ability” in 2002
In the previous section, I introduced the 2002 English education strategy, “the 
Course of Study” together with “the Action Plan to Cultivate the Japanese with English 
Ability,” which has been focusing on the improvement of Japanese students’ 
communication skills in English. Then, I want to explore whether Japanese students’ 
English ability has improved after the implementation of the new education strategy, as 
the government expected. To show this, I will introduce the TOEFL results here. 
Japan’s TOEFL ranking in 2011 was the 137th among 163 countries with the score of 
69 out of 120 in iBT （MEXT, n.d.）. The table below illustrates the average TOEFL 
scores of the Japanese from 2005 to 2012 as well as the average score during those five 
years.
Table 1.  Japanese People’s Average Scores of TOEFL from 2005 to 2012 
　　　（TOEFL lab, 2014）
2005 2007 2009 2010 2012 Average Score of the Five Years
65 65 67 70 70 67.4
As indicated by the table, the average scores of the test from 2005 to 2012 range from 
65 to 70 out of 120 and the average score in the five years is 67.4. These scores are not 
high. 
D06363_Yuko Igarashi.indd   17 2015/03/13   9:02:38
－ 18 －
In addition to Table 1, the figure below also describes that the Japanese have not 
been doing well on TOEFL tests. Figure 2 shows the comparison of TOEFL average 
scores among Asian countries from 2005 to 2012. 
Figure 2.  The Comparison of TOEFL Average Scores among Asian Countries from 
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This figare also shows that the average TOEFL score of Japanese people is 
considerably low among Asian countries. Japan is almost always the lowest among 
them. To have such a low score demonstrates that Japanese students’ English ability 
needs improvement. Recognizing this, the Japanese government recently announced 
the new strategy for English education, which will be introduced in the next section.
4．The New Strategy that the Government Is Employing to Improve 
Japanese Students’ English Ability  
In 2011 the Japanese government implemented the new Course of Study （MEXT, 
2011a, 2011d）. The content of this guideline in terms of English education is described 
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below according to the type of schools. 
In elementary schools, English classes were introduced in 2011 where children of 
Grade 5 and 6 learn English an hour per week and 35 hours per year. In these classes, 
students are encouraged to develop listening and speaking skills as well as to learn 
daily conversations in English. 
In middle schools, the studying hours of English were increased to four hours per 
week and 140 hours per year （previously, three hours per week and 105 hours per 
year）, and their new curriculum was designed to develop students’ four basic skills of 
English in a well-balanced manner. Moreover, the number of words students to be 
taught has been increased from 900 to 1200.
At high school, English classes are encouraged to be conducted mainly in English, 
and the number of words to be taught has been increased from 1300 to 1800. 
Furthermore, a foreign language including English has become a compulsory subject in 
middle and high schools, emphasizing the cultivation of communication skills.
After the implementation of the 2011 Course of Study, the MEXT （2011d） has 
announced five proposals to improve English ability of Japanese students. The first 
proposal is that the government will conduct surveys on students’ English ability and 
analyze data from the surveys. 
The second proposal is to create more English speaking environments for students. 
In order to accomplish this, the government thinks that ALTs play an important role, 
that computers including the Internet should be used to encourage students to learn 
English, and that school boards should hire native English speakers and Japanese 
people who are fluent in English as English teachers, both full-time and part-time. The 
government aims to have 600 more of these teachers newly hired by 2016 （MEXT, 
2012b）.
The third proposal is the improvement of teachers’ English ability and teaching skills 
as well as the integration of local communities. To achieve this, the MEXT raised three 
suggestions. First, teachers should join more training sessions to improve their English, 
and their training sessions include opportunities to visit schools in foreign countries. 
Second, about 250 schools are assigned to be the core English schools which will be 
expected to serve as a center of the innovation for English language education in each 
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local community. Lastly, the schools designated as International Baccalaureate Schools 
need to be increased to 200 in 2016 from 27 as of 2012 （MEXT, 2014）.  
The fourth proposal is to make students motivated to learn English by emphasizing 
on the importance of English for our society. Specifically, this proposal encourages 
students to study abroad, so that schools and school boards need to work for this. Also 
schools and school boards are required to organize company visits where the students 
can see people using English in working environments.
The fifth proposal is the change in university entrance exams. For example, speaking 
should be included in the exams, and universities can use applicants’ scores of TOEIC 
and/or TOEFL to judge their English ability. This should be realized by 2016. 
The MEXT proposed all of these strategies to improve English education in Japan 
which are considered to make it possible for Japanese students ultimately to be 
proficient in English. There are a few problems, however, in these strategies. I am 
going to discuss such problems in the next section.  
5．Problems of Current English Language Education in Japan
Although the MEXT tries to improve English education in Japan and has 
implemented the new education strategies, there are five problems which I would like 
to point out here. 
The first problem is teacher training. According to the MEXT （2007c）, 90% of 
teachers who were not trained to teach English taught English in 2007 at elementary 
school. This happened because most of the elementary school teachers did not need to 
teach English before as was not a required subject, so they did not have to take training 
for teaching English at university. Also, high school teachers are not trained to teach 
English in English although the new plan states that they should conduct classes mainly 
in English. Furthermore, as mentioned by Silver, Hu, and Iino （2002）, university 
students have not had their English performance checked in their teaching training 
period, and many of them may have not experienced taking classes in English because 
not many universities offer academic classes in English, as illustrated in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2.  The Number of Universities which Offer Academic Classes in English （MEXT, 
2013b）2
2011 2013
The Number of Universities （%） 194 （27%） 222 （30%）
Table 2 describes the condition of English teaching at university in 2011 and 2013, and 
we can see that only about 30% of universities in Japan have classes for academic 
subjects which are taught in English. Because of the condition of universities where 
only a few academic classes are taught in English, students do not have a lot of 
experience on classes in English. Due to the lack of experiences in performance in 
English and classes in English at university, it is difficult for teachers to give a 
sufficient English education to pupils in elementary schools and to conduct English 
classes in English in high schools.   
The second problem is the level of English for English teachers of Japanese. The 
teachers in middle and high schools are recommended to possess the following level of 
English ability: either STEP pre-1 level, TOEFL 550 （80 iBT）, or TOEIC 730 
（MEXT, 2002b）, and Table 3 describes the percentages of Japanese teachers who 
possess the level from 2006 to 2013.   
Table 3.  The Percentages of Japanese Teachers who Possess the Recommended English 
Ability3
2006 2007 2009 2012 2013
Middle School Teachers 24.8% 26.6% 24.2% 27.7% 27.9%
High School Teachers 48.4% 50.6% 48.9% 52.3% 52.7%
As we can see in Table 3, about 25% to 28% of middle school teachers possess the 
recommended English level although high school teachers have the level much more 
than middle school teachers do. Only about a quarter of teachers at middle school and 
2Academic classes here mean the classes where English is used as a medium of instruction to teach academic 
subjects such as Literature, History, and Linguistics. Accordingly, classes for English as Foreign Language and 
those designed to develop basic English skills are excluded from the data （MEXT, 2013b）.
3All of the data are taken from the MEXT （2007a, 2007b, 2011b, 2012b, 2013d, 2013e）.
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about a half of teachers at high school have reached this level. These numbers are not 
satisfactory for the MEXT, as the results in Table 3 indicate. Related to the level of 
English that Japanese teachers need to possess, there is another problem: Why did the 
MEXT decide to use TOEIC/TOEFL scores or STEP levels to measure the teachers’ 
English ability? If the teachers acquire either of the recommended English levels, they 
may still not be able to teach English proficiently. This is an issue that needs to be 
investigated in the future.
The third problem is that although the MEXT shows the recommended English level 
for English teachers of Japanese and some scholars think that these levels are enough 
to teach English in Japan （Takahashi, 2004）, this is not a high level of English from 
the Educational Testing Service’s （ETS） point of view. The ETS is the US-based 
organization which provides TOEFL and TOEIC tests worldwide. This organization 
provides the scale of English levels with TOEIC scores, as described in the table below.
Table 4. Proficiency Scale with TOEIC Scores （ETS TOEIC, 2013）




People at this level can communicate well with others 
in English. They can understand not only daily topics 
but also any other topics, and can express their views 
related to the discussed topics in English appropriately. 
They understand grammar and vocabulary accurately 




People at this level have a sufficient English skill to 
communicate with others. They can answer daily topics 
with a quick response, and can understand various 
topics. So they can use English in business to some 
extent. People at this level sometimes show grammatical 
errors, but these errors do not become a major obstacle 
for having conversations. 





People at this level can communicate with others in 
English to a limited degree. They can understand daily 
conversations, and can answer simple topics. Although 
they have basic grammar knowledge and have 
vocabulary necessary to express themselves in English 




People at this level can communicate with others in 
English at a minimum level. They can understand 
simple conversations in English when they are spoken 
slowly and repeatedly. They can answer in English for 
some daily topics. Their grammar and vocabulary are not 




People at this level cannot communicate with others 
in English. They can say some words, but they cannot 
form structured sentences.
As illustrated in the table, Level B and above are the TOEIC levels, necessary to have 
satisfactory communication with others in English at any time. However, Level B is 
not a good level for people to teach English in English since some people make 
grammatical errors at this level. Thus, even though English teachers have this 
recommended level of English, they may not be able to proficiently teach English. 
Consequently, they need to have help from ALTs. This is probably one of the reasons 
why the MEXT encourages Japanese teachers to teach English with ALTs today.
The fourth problem is that currently ALTs are underutilized. Table 5 illustrates how 
many hours ALTs teach English in the classroom from 2008 to 2013.
Table 5. The Percentages of Teaching Hours which ALTs Teach 4
2008 2010 2011 2012 2013
Elementary Schools 67.4% 54.4% 55.9% 57.4% 56.0%
Middle Schools 24.9% 21.7% 21.9% 20.3% 20.7%
High 
Schools
Regular 9.3% 9.1% -- 8.3% 9.4%
English 33.1% 32.9% -- 24.1% 26.5%
4All of the data are taken from the MEXT （2011c, 2012a, 2013a, 2013c, 2013d, 2013e, 2014）.
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As shown in the above table, elementary schools use ALTs most, and the percentages 
of ALTs’ teaching hours range from 54.4% to 67.4%. English courses in high schools 
use them the second most （from 24.1% to 33.1%）, and regular courses at high school 
use them the least （from 8.3% to 9.4%）. ALTs’ teaching hours at middle school are 
from about 20.3% to 24.9%, and these numbers are lower than those at elementary 
school and English courses at high school. Since middle school students are required to 
learn daily conversations and to develop well-balanced four basic English skills, they 
should be taught more by ALTs or teachers who are proficient in English. From this 
data, we can state that ALTs should teach more in schools because the current English 
education places an emphasis on developing communication skills in English. Students 
need to have more contact with people with strong English skills in order to develop 
their English communication ability.  
The fifth problem is also related to ALTs. The MEXT encourages the use of ALTs 
more to teach English at school; however, we do not know how much teaching 
experiences they have before being hired as ALTs. The following table shows the 
required qualifications for ALTs.
Table 6. Required Qualifications for ALTs （CLAIR, 2014a）
1 Bachelor degree 
2 Fluency in a standard English language
3 Eagerness to teach children
4 Willingness to adapt to a new environment
5 Interested in teaching a language to foreigners
From Table 6, we can see that required professional-related qualifications are only a 
Bachelor degree and fluency in a standard English. Other criteria are not related to 
teachers’ professional qualification, but rather they are relevant to personal motivation. 
Because the required qualification does not ask applicants about their teaching 
experience, we do not know whether or not ALTs have English teaching experience to 
foreigners. Moreover, possessing a teaching certificate is recommended, but not 
required （CLAIR, 2014a）. Accordingly, we can say that ALTs are not professional 
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English teachers but are simply native English speakers with a Bachelor degree. Then, 
we cannot totally depend on them to teach English in class, since most of the ALTs 
may not have an English teaching certificate and may not have sufficient teaching 
experiences of English to foreigners. They can only serve as assistants of English 
language teachers, as their name indicates. 
Here, we can see that the role and tasks of ALTs in class are very important issues to 
discuss because the MEXT encourages schools to use ALTs at school and the number 
of ALTs will be largely increased by 2019. Since English teachers of Japanese teach 
English, what can ALTs teach in class and what do they need to do in class as language 
assistants? These have to be clarified; however, because of the limited space, I will not 
discuss these in this paper. These issues need to be examined and discussed in the 
future.
In this section, I presented five problems found in the current English education in 
Japan. I am going to now discuss what is necessary to address these problems. 
6．A Few Proposals to Improve English Education in Japan 
There are a few changes that I recommend in current English language education in 
order to improve it. 
First, the recommended English level for English teachers of Japanese must be 
raised from the current level of TOEIC 730 to TOEIC 860 or at least close to it （Please 
see Table 4）5. English teachers of Japanese need to work very hard in order to reach 
the level of English that I propose. For allowing them to reach this level, education at 
university becomes very important. The followings are credits necessary to obtain a 
certificate for English teachers at university now.
・6 credits in English Linguistics 
・6 credits in English/American Literature 
5I mention TOEIC scores here, and not TOEFL and STEP, because I have presented only the TOEIC level 
descriptions in the previous section.
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・2 credits in Composition
・2 credits in Conversation
・14 credits in professional courses which include Educational Psychology, 
Educational Methods, Educational Principles and Teaching Practice （Torii, 1983 
cited in Silver, Hu, & Iino, 2002）
According to Silver, Hu and Iino （2002）, these requirements do not emphasize on 
teaching methods, teaching practice or performance in English. Therefore, university 
education for teacher training courses has to be improved in these areas. 
It is important for universities to offer some academic courses in English because 
this helps university students, especially those who want to be English teachers, to 
develop their English skills to a higher level. By having such courses, the students can 
develop their abilities in English. However, not many universities teach academic 
classes in English: only 30% of universities in 2013 have such classes, as described in 
the previous section. This is not a good environment to nurture English teachers who 
are expected to teach English in English at high schools. Thus, I propose that most of 
the classes in departments relevant to nurturing English teachers at university should 
be conducted in English. Moreover, university students should have a teaching 
practicum in English and/or at least take several classes in English at university where 
they need to do all assignments in English.
The second proposal, as the MEXT proposes, is that more fluent English speakers 
with a teaching certificate should be hired as full-time English teachers. This does not 
mean that only native English speakers can be English teachers. If people are fluent in 
English regardless of their nationality, s/he can be hired as English teachers. Currently, 
a lot of ALTs are hired to teach English in order to fulfill the fluent English speakers’ 
role in class at school, but schools should not depend on ALTs because they are not 
experienced English teachers but they are simply language assistants. Although their 
role today is to give Japanese students contact with native English speakers, we do not 
know whether this role is effective to make Japanese students fluent in English. In my 
opinion, rather than having ALTs in class, schools should have fluent English speakers 
with a teaching certificate as English teachers. Thus, although the MEXT encourages 
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schools to use more ALTs, the role for ALTs should be gradually diminished and 
replaced by full-time certified English teachers who are fluent in English. Schools need 
to have more professionals to make students proficient in English.  
Recently a new problem has emerged at school in relation to ALTs: some schools 
cannot accept foreigners as colleagues of Japanese teachers. As illustrated in the survey 
by Ogata, Aniparli, and McBride （2010）, some ALTs are isolated at school and feel 
that they are not part of the school community, because an environment for accepting 
foreigners as colleagues of Japanese teachers is not yet established in many schools. 
Schools must be changed to a place where foreign teachers are integrated into a school 
community as colleagues of Japanese teachers. It is necessary to establish an 
environment where people with different backgrounds can work together as members 
of a school community to accomplish the goal of making Japanese students proficient 
in English. Accordingly, schools themselves have to be internationalized, by 
welcoming, respecting, and understanding people from different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds. When schools are internationalized, students who are taught there will be 
internationalized too. Consequently, the Japanese will be able to work efficiently in a 
globalized society with others, as the MEXT hopes.
In this paper, I have explored issues in current English language education in Japan 
by examining the overall content of English language education strategies, finding a 
few problems and raising a few proposals. Since this paper does not look at details in 
the roles and tasks of ALTs in class and in the English levels necessary for English 
teachers of Japanese to conduct classes in English, this will be a research topic for the 
future.
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